Undergraduate perceptions of the development of team-working skills
The ability to work effectively with others is acknowledged as critical in graduates from all disciplines and is typically considered one of the most important skills when graduates enter the labour market (Australian Association of Graduate Employers [AAGE] , 2011;
Confederation of British Industry [CBI], 2011; Hart, 2010) . Graduate mastery of effective team-working skills appears to be a global concern with documented industry needs extending beyond Western, developed economies to Eastern Europe and Central Asia (see Sondergaard and Murthi, 2012) and China (Zhu et al., 2011) . Graduate ability to interact productively and effectively within a culturally diverse workforce, often spanning a multitude of generations with competing priorities and varying characteristics (Bennett et al., 2012) , is imperative in the modern world of work. Team-work is now one of the most heavily invested in skills in the corporate sector (Hart, 2010) .
Working effectively with others (WEWO) forms one of a broad set of interrelated employability skills -otherwise referred to as non-technical, generic, core or professional skills -typically considered to enhance graduate work-readiness. Industry expectations of graduates equipped with the employability skills necessary to apply their disciplinary knowledge and skills upon entering the workforce continue to gather momentum around the globe. Higher education's response has been significant, including the resourcing of initiatives such as 'stand alone' programs explicitly developing employability skills, embedding skill outcomes into core undergraduate curricula and/or incorporating work placement -or work-integrated learning (WIL) -opportunities in curricula. The past ten years has seen a growing proliferation of such practices in higher education, in addition to increasing attention to employability skills in professional association accreditation criteria Resistance to what some see as higher education's pandering to industry idealisations, described as the 'McDonaldisation' of higher education (Rabasso and Rabasso, 2010) , is evident in academe. Schwartz (2010) argues skills-based education will never be enough as required skills vary with job design and evolving economic and environmental characteristics. Others argue introducing the skills agenda into higher education detracts from liberal education which better fosters the creative thinkers of tomorrow (Hovland and Schneider, 2011) . Although this resistance prevails among academics, the majority in Australia accept the drive for skill development in higher education (De La Harpe and David, 2012) .
With this, there has been considerable attention to pedagogical practices for effectively developing skills in the university classroom. Authentic learning; capitalising on a close synergy between the classroom and workplace settings in terms of curricula content and learning and assessment activities; incorporating professional learning activities such as case studies, industry simulation, mentoring and industry competitions (Lawson et al., 2011) ; and active, student-centred learning focusing on peer collaboration and feedback from multiple sources (Rosen, 2012) are all examples of pedagogical approaches to skill development.
Proliferating attention to the development and assessment of skills applies equally to WEWO.
The foci of recent articles on developing team-working skills in undergraduates are team formation and heterogeneity of composition (Oakley et al., 2004; see Richter and Paretti, 2009 ); benefits of team-based learning (see Schultz et al., 2010) ; managing social loafing (see Jassawalla et al., 2009) ; overcoming challenges and resistance to small-group learning (see Shimazoe and Aldrich, 2010) ; group work patterns and individual member behaviours (see Houldsworth and Mathews, 2000) and the role of Faculty (see Peterson, 2012) . There continues to be considerable discussion among education and professional practitioners as to how best develop the WEWO skill set and whether it can actually be taught effectively in the classroom or if, in fact, real life experience is required (see Daniel, Arce and Gunn, 2005; Rousseau, Aube and Savoie, 2006) . Progress in developing skills is hampered by a lack of clarity on how to best assess employability skills in the university classroom. Notoriously ambiguous by nature, skills can be interpreted differently by stakeholder groups -including industry, academics and the undergraduates themselves. Although skill frameworks have largely been developed to resolve ambiguities and articulate the precise nature of targeted skills, these must proffer detailed descriptors of measurable behaviours to clarify what constitutes mastery of the defined skills. Hughes and Jones (2011) note ambiguity surrounding team-work more particularly concerns constructing learning and assessment activities which address the overall team's effectiveness or individual member contribution. Further, the need for a more process-oriented approach to skill development is advocated by Riebe et al. (2010) and De La Harpe and David (2012) who lament the outcomes-focused approach to undergraduate skill development.
Regarding assessment, Hampson and Junor (2010) highlight the need to define the different attainment levels of skills as students progress through their studies. These will articulate a benchmark standard of what is expected of different year groups and will facilitate the constructive alignment of learning outcomes and assessment activities (Biggs, 2006) and identify opportunities for scaffolding skill development in a sequential manner. Related to this is the emergent use of rubrics (Harvey et al., 2012) , skill audits (Hughes and Jones, 2011) and skill portfolios (Oliver and Whelan, 2011) in measuring skill attainment. Their limitations through reliance on self-assessment and peer assessment for gauging skill outcomes are noted by Allen and van der Velden (2005) . Despite concerns with self-report data, hearing the student voice on perceived capabilities is important given literature on graduate skills is largely dominated by employer and academic perspectives. Facilitatorbased assessments include written tests (Hughes and Jones, 2011) and interviews (Jung, 2011) .
Despite considerable research and interest in the area of fostering developing the WEWO skill set, there is some evidence to suggest a shortfall between higher education provision and industry expectations in the UK (CBI, 2011) and China (Stivers et al., 2007) . It is important to note variations in graduate performance in behaviours within the WEWO skill set. For example, Jackson and Chapman (2012a) found employers and academics perceived Australian business graduates to be weaker in the areas of conflict resolution, social intelligence and negotiating with others yet stronger in their ability to collaborate on tasks, manage cultural diversity and create a respectful and supportive team environment. Evidence suggests Australian graduates' WEWO skills meet average expectations but only a small majority (59%) believe average expectations are exceeded (Graduate Careers Australia, 2011). In the US, graduate team-work skills are considered deficient (Casner-Lotto and Barrington, 2006; Hart, 2010) . Ambiguity in skill definitions and varying stakeholder interpretations of the meaning and application of defined terms, in addition to the high priority assigned to team-work (see Lowden et al., 2011) , urges further investigation.
The aim of this study is to examine the development of WEWO skills in Business undergraduates completing a core, stand-alone employability skills program in an Australian university. More specifically, the research objectives are:
1.
To gauge undergraduate perceptions of how well the skills program is addressing targeted WEWO behaviours.
2.
To identify those pedagogical practices considered by undergraduates to add most value in developing the WEWO skill set.
Research objectives are addressed using data gathered from a skills audit of 799 Business undergraduates completing this program which comprises four sequential units; two from the first year, one from the second year and one from the third year of study. Students must complete the first unit before proceeding; each unit being a prerequisite to the following unit.
Program content is constructively aligned to an employability skills framework comprising ten skills and forty constituent behaviours. The framework, see Table 1 , was developed from Jackson and Chapman's (2012b) competency framework which derived from a review of recent literature on industry-relevant graduate employability skills (Jackson, 2010) . A program-level mapping exercise identified each unit's content was addressing three to five core skills, indicated in Table 1 . For further discussion of the relative importance of these ten skills, and differing perspectives on current graduate performance, see Chapman (2012a, 2012b) .
[Insert Table 1] WEWO forms one skill within the framework and has six associated behaviours which, together, demonstrate mastery in working effectively with others (see Table 2 ). It is a core skill for the first three units in the program. The WEWO behaviour descriptors intend to alleviate issues with misinterpretation of the actual meaning of skills, widely acknowledged as problematic in studies evaluating skill performance at university and in the workplace (Barrie, 2006) . A previous evaluation of how students completing the employability skills program perceive their capabilities in performing the skills defined in the framework indicated cultural and diversity awareness, team working and task collaboration were among the top ten of all forty behaviours yet conflict resolution featured in the bottom ten (Jackson, 2012) . This highlights possible disparities in graduate performance in the different WEWO behaviours and the need to consider their development individually rather than as a homogenous set.
[Insert Table 2 ]
In the audit, students self-assess their ability to perform the behaviours within all ten skills and then consider how well only the behaviours within the assigned core skills of their unit were developed. The intention is evaluate the effectiveness of the program, develop important meta-cognitive skills through reflection on their learning and achievement, and generate longitudinal tracking data on individual skill outcomes. This paper is structured to first outline the adopted methodology; it then presents and discusses the results, followed by implications of the findings and a discussion of the study's limitations and directions for future research.
Method
Of the 1201 students enrolled in the skills program, 799 completed the skills audit and consented to aggregating their responses for research purposes. Table 3 summarises the sample's demographic and background characteristics. The skills audit comprises an online survey instrument which was pretested among business academics prior to implementation.
The audit firstly captured demographic and background data before asking participants to rate on a scale of one to 10, one being the lowest and 10 being the highest, how well their particular unit developed its core skills. Focusing specifically on WEWO, which is core to Units One, Two and Three, respondents then assigned a rating of one to 10 for each of the six constituent behaviours. Finally, participants were asked to describe one way each of these behaviours was developed in their particular unit. The behaviour descriptors for each skill set formed the items used in the survey instrument. For example, the descriptors for the WEWO skill set (see Table 2 ) were the items used by participants to rate core skill development for their particular unit.
[Insert Table 3 ]
Students are introduced to the skills framework in Unit One, and it is regularly utilised and reinforced in the subsequent units, overcoming concerns with ambiguity in interpretations of behaviour meanings. For WEWO, Cronbach alpha values for quality of skill development ratings ranged from .871 to .898, indicating internal consistency among the items. The framework, and therefore the audit instrument, is deemed to provide a reliable set of measures for the WEWO skill set. Further, the correlations between the items (WEWO behaviours) and the scale (WEWO skill set) were all significant and ranged from .745 to .802; confirming the six behaviours are measuring the same construct.
All students enrolled in the employability skills program were invited to complete the audit electronically during a six week period between April and June 2012. There was no more than a two week time lag between the first and last student completing the audit within each unit. Both on and off-campus students were invited to participate; the former during class sessions and the latter via electronic mail and the unit's learning management system. Time was allocated during class sessions for on-campus students to complete the audit and it was integrated into weekly activities for those studying off-campus. A range of descriptive and inferential multivariate techniques were used to address the first research question using SPSS software.
To address the second research objective, a detailed coding exercise was undertaken using the grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss, 1973) Table 4 summarises the composite mean score for the behaviour ratings for each core skill across the four units. The results are positive and suggest students generally consider the program to be effective in developing employability skills. Focusing on WEWO, the mean and standard deviation for each of the behaviours for Units One, Two and Three (to which the skill set is core) are presented in Table 5 . Again, overall the results are strong yet there is a pattern emerging with social intelligence, influencing others and conflict resolution consistently rating below the average for all three unit cohorts. Conversely, task collaboration attracts the highest mean rating across all three unit cohorts. Fostering task management through collaboration is a key focus of the program but the behaviour also represents a more tangible and measurable outcome with task completion equating to defined learning outcomes. This may provide some explanation for student perceptions of superior skill development in this area.
Results

Objective one
[Insert Table 4] [Insert Table 5 ]
Objective two
As noted above, students were asked to describe one way that each of the WEWO behaviours was developed in the unit they were studying. Overall for the WEWO skill set there were 773 responses (360 in Unit One; 226 in Unit Two; and 187 in Unit Three). Not all students commented on all behaviours and some made multiple comments on certain behaviours.
Responses were coded by events and actions identified in the statements across the WEWO skill set as a whole, and then grouped by commonalities into thematic categories reflecting the key aspects of pedagogical practice which influenced their perceptions of WEWO skill development. These included: collaborative class activities; assessment items; the use of virtual learning tools -for example through discussion boards and team wikis; and demonstrating specific behaviours. A sample of responses has been included to give voice to student perceptions of how they believe the skill had been developed in the units.
Across all the units, the majority of responses referred to collaborative activities with participants highlighting specific tasks undertaken in classroom sessions where they had to work with a range of fellow students as having the most influence. 
Discussion and implications
Employability skill development in the program is rated highly by participants. This applies across the program's skills framework with WEWO being no exception. The importance of nurturing these skills is acknowledged yet there are difficulties in fostering them effectively in the university classroom (Callanan and Perri, 2006) . The need for future managers and leaders who can negotiate and influence in an effective yet sensitive manner is widely acknowledged (Fisher, 2011) , highlighting a key area for academic and professional practitioners to collaboratively address. Difficulties in learning these skills in an academic setting are noted (see Avruch and Nan, 2013) and although many students in this program did make reference to how they practiced and developed the behaviours of social intelligence, influencing others and conflict resolution in their unit, their lower mean scores do suggest the ways in which they are taught, practiced and assessed could still be improved. Industry input -through the provisions of case studies or real exposure to professional contexts -to provide authenticity to learning and assessment is invaluable in these areas. It should also be noted, however, that in all three of these behaviours, the mean score was higher in Unit Three than it was in Unit One, indicating that perhaps that these skills do require time and practice to develop and that program was assisting to some degree.
On the contrary, task collaboration attracts the highest ratings across the cohort, possibly
suggesting that more tangible behaviours may be perceived as more easily achieved, particularly through the undertaking of activities, tasks and assessments, and therefore better developed.
Overall, the qualitative findings indicate the important role of constructive alignment in the development of employability skills at an undergraduate level, with empirical evidence linking student perceptions of developing WEWO behaviours with pedagogical practices of class activities and assessment items. Constructive alignment is a principle used for devising activities, and assessment tasks, that directly address the learning outcomes intended (McLoughlin, 2001 ) in a way not typically achieved in traditional lectures, classes and examinations. Ramsden (1992) indicated that "from a student's point of view, the assessment always defines the actual curriculum" (p. 187). Similarly, Boud and Associates (2010) have proposed that assessment is an integral aspect of curriculum design and must be aligned with activities and tasks from the outset to facilitate student engagement and learning.
Given extant literature and the findings of this study, for HE practitioners contemplating the use of a structured approach to designing an employability skills program, or incorporating WEWO behaviours across a degree, the other major principles to consider are that of scaffolding skill development, consistency of delivery and ensuring students understand why these behaviours are being developed. In order to improve student satisfaction with what is often denoted as 'teamwork' and increase productivity in groups, which are often newly formed, a focus on WEWO behaviours which are scaffolded across a range of units in a degree are required. It is also important that the constructive alignment of skills with activities and assessments is made explicit to students. If a unit or program relies on a large number of teaching staff, for example, these staff must be fully appraised of the need to explicitly articulate the connections between constructive alignment of the unit's activities and assessments with the specified unit and/or program learning outcomes in order for students to be able to report on their own learning outcomes. The staff also need to engage with ongoing training to enhance consistency of pedagogical practices, both within a unit and, if applicable, across a program. Students must also understand the full extent to which industry desires graduates with abilities across the whole skill-set. This is further highlighted by research into team performance in organisational settings (see Yeager and Nafukho, 2012) indicating that a global economy and ageing workforce necessitates focus on building teams of diverse individuals.
In this program, certain pedagogical practices were required for students to begin to understand that, when working with others, they will encounter differences of opinion based on culture, gender, religion, age, lifestyle factors and so on. Heterogeneity of teams had a strong impact on students' ability to work effectively with others as multicultural, and in some cases multigenerational, teams promoted cultural and diversity awareness and divergent thinking. A first step in creating heterogeneous teams is to institute team role profiling which allows for facilitator led construction of class teams based on a mix of roles, as well as allowing for consideration of gender, culture, age and other factors in each team. Allowing time for the socialisation of the new team is also important. Icebreakers which focus on similarities, for example, ten things in common across all team members, can make inroads toward social integration of team members. Implementing cultural awareness activities, for example, business etiquette in a range of cultures can highlight differences and promote understanding (Dwyer, 2013) . Training students to understand that individuals view the world through their particular cultural lens and, if not fully aware of the way in which ethnocentricity impacts communication, messages between team members can be distorted.
Providing intervention training through particular activities can also help individuals understand the perspective of others (Yeager and Nafukho, 2012) . Given the opportunity and freedom, students would form teams based on others most like themselves (Volet and Ang, 1998) . However, the findings from this research align with the literature in that diversity in teams often leads to greater productivity and satisfaction if certain criteria are in place (De Vita, 2002) . Regarding limitations, the study relies on self-report data which attracts concerns for bias (De Grez et al., 2012) . Further, the sample is gathered from a single source and at a single point in time, prompting concerns for common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003) . Despite these limitations, the study provides an insight into how the important skill of working effectively with others can be fostered in the university classroom. It facilitates the student voice through reflection (Seale, 2010) and, significantly, their opinions align with academics on the importance of constructive alignment (Biggs, 2006) , scaffolded development (Hammond and Gibbons, 2005) and team composition (De Vita, 2002; Oakley et al., 2004) .
A better understanding of student perceptions on skill development may assist facilitators who are confronted with an increasingly diverse mix of students and growing industry expectations to produce graduates who have the ability to work effectively with others.
Future research should focus more specifically on examining how best to develop and therefore assess the behaviours of influencing others, conflict resolution and social intelligence which have been previously identified by academics and industry (Institute of Directors [IOD], 2007; Jackson and Chapman, 2012a; Lang, 2009) as deficient, and now in this study are rated by students as less developed than some other behaviours. Although beyond the scope of this study, further research should also examine whether gender, age and/or cultural differences have a role to play in how the development of these skills are perceived, and whether this has implications for pedagogical practice. 
